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Abstract The importance of strong coordination for research on public health and social measures was highlighted at the Seventy-fourth
World Health Assembly in 2021.This article describes efforts undertaken by the World Health Organization (WHO) to develop a global research
agenda on the use of public health and social measures during health emergencies. This work includes a multistep process that started
with a global technical consultation convened by WHO in September 2021. The consultation included experts from around the world and
from a wide range of disciplines, such as public health, education, tourism, finance and social sciences, and aimed to identify research and
implementation approaches based on lessons learnt during the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic. To prepare for future epidemics and
pandemics, it is essential to adopt a more robust, comparable and systematic research approach to public health and social measures. Such
comprehensive approach will better inform agile, balanced and context-specific implementation decisions during future emergencies. This
article describes the methods used to develop global research priorities for public health and social measures and the next steps needed.
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Introduction

Public health and social measures refer to non-pharmaceutical
interventions implemented by individuals, communities and
governments at all levels. Public health and social measures
are a key strategy to offer increased individual and commu-
nity protection during infectious disease outbreaks, alongside
medical countermeasures such as vaccines and therapeutics."
While the suitability and effectiveness of each intervention is
dependent on a pathogen’s mode of transmission, public health
and social measures can in general reduce the risk and scale of
transmission by reducing the number of transmission-relevant
exposure situations and/or making them safer. By limiting or
eliminating transmission, public health and social measures
reduce the prevalence of severe disease and death and thus
lower pressure on the health-care system. The reduced pressure
supports the continuity of essential health services and buys
time to develop and implement vaccines and therapeutics.
During the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic, public health and social measures were applied globally
on an exceptional scale and for an unprecedented length of
time. Interventions applied during the COVID-19 pandemic,
for example, ranged from personal protection measures, such as
mask-wearing and handwashing, to social measures including
physical distancing and modified mass gatherings and school-
ing, to international travel and trade measures.’ Public health

and social measures have protected both lives and livelihoods,*
but social and international travel and trade measures were
often highly disruptive to societal life. These measures were
implemented over prolonged periods of time without adequate
evidence of their effectiveness, and led to negative health, social
and economic consequences for individuals and societies. These
repercussions included increased economic hardship due to
job losses, disrupted learning and development, interruptions
to routine public health programmes, worsened mental health,
decreased physical activity, and increased gender and social in-
equities.”” Vulnerable populations and marginalized communi-
ties were particularly affected by the negative consequences.® To
protect the health of communities, policies and decisions about
public health and social measures need to be informed by the
best available evidence to weigh their health benefits against
potentially negative consequences.

Developing robust methods and innovative study designs
to measure the effectiveness of public health and social mea-
sures, and their health, social and economic impacts, as well
as the factors influencing adherence to measures, is crucial to
supporting emergency preparedness and response activities.’
However, the systematic evaluation of public health and social
measures has proven difficult due to the complex nature of the
interventions and ethical, legal, resource and feasibility limita-
tions of conducting research, especially (quasi-) randomized
(controlled) trials, in an emergency context.
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Box 1. Multistage development process of the WHO global research agenda on public
health and social measures, 2021-2030

Stage |

Developed a background paper outlining six research themes (August 2021).

Discussed research themes and developed a draft research agenda at the WHO global
technical consultation on public health and social measures during health emergencies

(August-September 2021).

Stage Il

Conducted a public survey to validate the research themes and identify priority research
questions for public health and social measures related to the COVID-19 pandemic

(August—October 2022).
Stage lll

Conducted a public survey to identify priority research questions for public health and social
measures in relation to COVID-19 and other pathogens (September 2023).

Stage IV

Discuss the results of the surveys at the second WHO global consultation on public health
and social measures during health emergencies (November 2023).

Publish the global research agenda on public health and social measures (February 2024).

COVID-19: coronavirus disease 2019; WHO: World Health Organization.

Given these challenges, the World
Health Organization (WHO) is leading
the development of a global research
agenda aimed at gaining a better under-
standing of the effectiveness and impact
of public health and social measures
during health emergencies over the next
10 years. The research agenda is part
of a larger initiative, launched in June
2021, that aims to strengthen the global
evidence base to provide actionable and
evidence-informed guidance on public
health and social measures.'” In this
paper, we describe the method underly-
ing the development of the global public
health and social measures research
agenda and the results of the first stage
of the process.

Rationale for the agenda

The importance of strong coordina-
tion for research and policy related to
public health and social measures was
emphasized during the Seventy-fourth
World Health Assembly in 2021. At this
meeting, Member States requested the
Director-General to “develop a global
framework to generate, monitor, com-
pare and evaluate research and policies
on public health and social interven-
tions and assess their broader impact, in
order to harness global knowledge and
expertise and to translate evidence into
effective health emergency and prepared-
ness policies”"!

Using the breadth of global knowl-
edge and expertise on public health and
social measures is crucial to enhancing
evidence-informed decision-making
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about the implementation, combina-
tion, adjustment and communication of
these measures before, during and after
emergencies. Indeed, understanding
the effectiveness and broader impacts of
public health and social measures forms
a critical basis for more systematic and
equitable decision-making about their
implementation, including continual
adjustment during different phases of a
health emergency. However, especially
in the earlier stages of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020-2021 when medical
countermeasures were not available
or equitably distributed, various com-
binations of public health and social
measures were implemented. So-called
lockdowns were the most stringent
interventions, as all aspects of people’s
lives were affected and personal freedoms
restricted. Ethical considerations and the
inherently complex, multidisciplinary
and multisectoral nature of public health
and social measures posed challenges
not only to conducting research about
their effectiveness and impact, but also
to making decisions based on this re-
search.”” From primary data collection
to timely and well-communicated dis-
semination of results relevant to deci-
sion-makers, the pandemic highlighted
the current limitations in how public
health and social measures research is
prioritized, conducted, coordinated and
used for policy-making during health
emergencies. Thus, a global research
agenda is necessary to guide a cohesive
and systematic approach to developing
robust evidence about public health and
social measures.
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Methodological approach

The research agenda is being developed
according to WHO’s guidance on un-
dertaking priority-setting exercises for
research.” This process has multiple
stages and includes public surveys and
expert consultations (Box 1). The it-
erative process ensures that the research
agenda will be relevant to the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic, and will also
allow the integration of research pri-
orities for future health emergencies
caused by other respiratory pathogens.
The objectives of the multistep method
are to: (i) ensure that urgent research
priorities are established to guide the
ongoing and emerging research during
the COVID-19 pandemic (stages I and
IT); (ii) allow for finalization of global
research priorities relevant to COVID-19
based on the results of a global evidence
review; (iii) expand the research priori-
ties to pathogens other than COVID-19
to ensure their longer-term relevance,
and contribute to emergency prepared-
ness efforts (stage III); and (iv) include
a wide range of stakeholders and sectors
in the priority-setting exercise to reflect
global diversity.

Stage l: developing a research
agenda

From 31 August to 2 September 2021,
WHO convened a global technical
consultation on using public health
and social measures during health
emergencies, to identify research and
implementation approaches for the
future use of these measures based on
lessons learnt during the COVID-19
pandemic.' The virtual consultation
brought together more than 100 experts
from around the world and from a wide
range of disciplines, such as public
health, education, tourism, finance and
social sciences, to discuss multiple top-
ics, including the global public health
and social measures research agenda.
WHO, together with researchers from
the Behavioural, Environmental, Social
and Systems Interventions collabora-
tion," prepared a background paper for
discussion at the consultation." Partici-
pants validated and refined six research
themes as overarching categories for
the future exercise in setting research
priorities (Box 2).

During the consultation, experts
emphasized that research on public
health and social measures needed to
address immediate priority questions
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on the COVID-19 pandemic; reflect
on lessons learnt from this and other
pandemics; and also strengthen public
health and social measures research
methods, measures and implementa-
tion during non-emergency phases
that focus on preparedness. Partici-
pants underscored that ensuring that
research on public health and social
measures considers multiple perspec-
tives requires investing in and nurtur-
ing multidisciplinary research capacity.
This aspect is particularly important
in low- and middle-income countries
and resource-constrained settings,
where limited evidence exists on the
implementation and effectiveness of,
and adherence to, public health and
social measures. Multidisciplinary
teams - for example, consisting of
epidemiologists, public health profes-
sionals, and social, behavioural and
political scientists — are well-placed to
adopt research models, such as imple-
mentation research and health policy
and systems research, and to determine
whether contextually relevant ques-

tions require traditional evaluation
methods or more flexible study designs.
Overall, participants highlighted the
need for equitable and sustainable col-
laboration and distribution of funding
across all countries. The global col-
laboration to strengthen evidence on
public health and social measures also
includes promoting the production of
community-led research and its uptake
atlocal and regional levels, especially in
low- and middle-income countries. As
such, the global public health and social
measures research agenda must include
funders to ensure there is alignment be-
tween funding and research priorities.

Experts at the consultation recom-
mended five key actions to develop the
global research agenda on public health
and social measures: (i) apply a multi-
step consultation approach; (ii) base the
priority-setting exercise for long-term
research on a global evidence review
and gap analysis; (iii) include funders
in the priority-setting exercise to en-
sure alignment between funding and
research priorities; (iv) highlight the
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importance of implementation science,
health policy, and systems and opera-
tional research; and (v) organize a series
of public consultations, starting with an
online public survey.

Stage II: public consultation

Following the drafting of a research
agenda at the global expert consulta-
tion, an online survey was developed to
allow for broader public involvement.
This approach promoted inclusion of
a wide range of global experts in the
priority-setting exercise. The survey also
served as the second stage of verification
to improve the appropriateness and rel-
evance of the suggested research themes
discussed at the expert consultation.
Along with a standard introduction and
a section collecting demographic infor-
mation, the survey asked participants
to rank what they believed to be the top
research priorities for public health and
social measures in the immediate term
(that is, the next 6-12 months) in rela-
tion to COVID-19. For each section of
the survey, participants were asked to

Box 2.Themes to guide a global research agenda on public health and social measures defined at the WHO global technical

consultation, 2021

1. Mapping existing research to identify knowledge gaps

- Previous outbreaks and the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic have generated a substantial body of evidence on public health
and social measures that can be used to inform policy and identify research gaps.
2. Measuring the effectiveness and impact of public health and social measures on transmission, morbidity and mortality

Due to simultaneous implementation of multiple public health and social measures and a lack of mechanisms to prospectively collect data,
large knowledge gaps still exist on the usefulness of single and combined measures and their effect on virus transmission and their direct
effect on morbidity and mortality.

3. Assessing the impact of public health and social measures on health, social and economic outcomes
- As complex interventions, public health and social measures have significant, indirect consequences on health, and social and economic
outcomes at individual and societal levels.

- As the social and economic impacts are influenced by the determinants of health, any negative consequences in these areas will ultimately
affect the health and well-being of individuals and societies.

4. Building preparedness for future health emergencies: resilience and response capacity
- As public health and social measures are a key strategy to limit transmission, especially in the absence of pharmaceutical interventions, they
will continue to play an important role in ensuring preparedness for health emergencies.
- Itis possible to prepare evidence-informed and equitable public health and social measures and plan for their balanced implementation in
future, both to increase response capacity and build resilience against the potential negative consequences of an intervention.

5. Promoting uptake of and adherence to public health and social measures
The effectiveness and impact of public health and social measures largely depend on whether the public engages in the protective measures
and adheres to them for as long as they are recommended.
- Pandemic fatigue, a lack of trust in authorities and science, and conflicting beliefs, values and preferences can lead to decreased uptake of and
adherence to public health and social measures.

6. Conducting methodological research to advance implementation and evaluation of public health and social measures
- Bvaluating the effectiveness of public health and social measures poses methodological challenges to the multidisciplinary research community.
These challenges can be addressed by promoting meta-research on research coordination, infrastructure and preparedness, and methods
of evidence synthesis and evaluation research. The range of research approaches to study public health and social measures needs to be
expanded, including health policy and systems research and implementation research.

WHO: World Health Organization.
Source: WHO, 2021."
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select up to three priority areas and then
rank them from one to three.

The online survey was created us-
ing DataForm, a WHO online survey
tool. The survey was first piloted with a
small number of participants and subse-
quently revised based on their feedback.
The survey invitation was published
on the WHO public health and social
measures website and disseminated
through targeted outreach to: (i) the ex-
ternal public health and social measures
working group under the Strategic and
Technical Advisory Group on Infectious
Hazards with Pandemic and Epidemic
Potential, which is a network of experts
who have collaborated with the public
health and social measures secretariat;
(ii) the internal WHO public health and
social measures steering group; (iii) the
WHO Research and Development Blue-
print; (iv) the Evidence Collaborative
on COVID-19 Network; (v) the Global
Research Collaboration for Infectious
Disease Preparedness; and (vi) social
media, including Twitter and LinkedIn.
The survey was in English and was open
until 15 October 2022. A total of 202
respondents completed the survey.

The WHO public health and so-
cial measures secretariat synthesized
the survey responses and conducted
a preliminary analysis. The findings
were subsequently reviewed by a
group of senior research methodolo-
gists and are available on the website
of the WHO public health and social
measures initiative.'*'°

Stage lll: identifying research
priorities

Stage III of the priority-setting exercise
for research will again consist of a public
survey, and focus on strengthening the
global public health and social measures
evidence base in the medium- to long-
term using a multihazards approach. The
results of the global evidence review on
public health and social measures will
inform this phase, which consists of:
(i) an appraisal of systematic reviews
on the effectiveness and impact of pub-
lic health and social measures during
COVID-19; (ii) a scoping review of
social protection measures to reduce
the unintended negative consequences
of public health and social measures;
and (iii) a review of a set of case studies
analysing country-level challenges to
and facilitators of implementing public
health and social measures, gathered
during a consultation with public health

720

stakeholders from 21 countries during a
WHO meeting in June 2023."

The questionnaire used for stage
IIT of the priority-setting exercise will
include questions on respondents’ pro-
fessional background and demograph-
ics, and ask them to rank priority topics,
study designs and products matching
the themes presented in Box 2. The sur-
vey will be available for public partici-
pation on the WHO public health and
social measures website from September
2023 onwards.

Survey distribution and the analysis
of research priorities will be similar to
the process described for stage II.

Stage IV: finalizing the agenda

The proposed medium- to long-term
research agenda from stage IIT will be
discussed with global experts at the sec-
ond WHO global technical consultation
on public health and social measures,
planned for November 2023. To ensure
continual awareness, uptake and effec-
tive implementation of the research
priorities, the outcomes of this exercise
will be widely disseminated through
peer-reviewed articles, a summary re-
port, newsletters and a public webinar.
A consultation with research funders
and philanthropic organizations is in-
tended to identify funding opportunities
to implement the research agenda. The
progress of the global public health and
social measures research agenda will be
mapped through a WHO digital solution
which will be available on the public
health and social measures website from
mid-2024 onwards.

Conclusion

A multipronged approach, such as
the one we describe here, is required
to develop a comprehensive research
agenda that addresses the challenges
in assessing public health and social
measures. As our preliminary work
emphasized, such an approach must pri-
oritize multidisciplinary perspectives,
a range of study designs and effective
knowledge translation. The COVID-19
pandemic and other past outbreak
events have clearly demonstrated the
value of perspectives beyond the tra-
ditional biomedical focus of pandemic
responses.”’ A strong focus on equity
and the social determinants of health
will ensure that the individual and so-
cietal consequences of implementation
of public health and social measures are

Ramona Ludolph et al.

explored through community-focused
research.'®

While the global public health and
social measures research agenda aims
to promote multidisciplinary insight
into the effectiveness of, negative con-
sequences of, barriers to and enablers
of adherence to public health and social
measures, it is essential to increase the
use of research evidence in decision-
making. Guidance and support must
be provided to decision-makers to
consider context-specific implemen-
tation and precautionary principles,
especially when facing unknowns and
uncertainties in future health emergen-
cies. Furthermore, it is imperative to
identify an acceptable balance between
the health benefits of public health and
social measures, in terms of transmis-
sion reduction, and their drawbacks.

Past and current outbreaks have
underscored that, among the many
factors that shape decision-making, the
absence of a comprehensive research
agenda to bring together different dis-
ciplines risks decision-makers adopting
a fragmented and incomplete approach,
thereby undermining preparedness and
response efforts. Through a collabora-
tive approach, this research agenda can
guide and catalyse research that is com-
parable, high quality, equity-focused
and policy-relevant. Its primary aim
is to support decision-makers from
all relevant sectors to make evidence-
informed, strategic decisions about
public health and social measures, with
the ultimate goal of safeguarding the
health of communities during future
health emergencies. l
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Résumé

Programme mondial de recherche sur la santé publique et les mesures sociales dans les situations d'urgence

La soixante-quatorzieme Assemblée mondiale de la Santé en 2021 a
souligné l'importance d'une coordination solide pour la recherche sur
la santé publique et les mesures sociales. Le présent article décrit les
efforts entrepris par I'Organisation mondiale de la santé (OMS) pour
élaborer un programme de recherche mondial sur I'utilisation des
mesures de santé publique et des mesures sociales lors de situations
d'urgence sanitaire. Ce travail comprend un processus en plusieurs
étapes qui a commencé par une consultation technique mondiale
organisée par I'OMS en septembre 2021. La consultation a réuni des
experts du monde entier issus d'un large éventail de disciplines telles
que la santé publique, I'¢ducation, le tourisme, la finance et les sciences

sociales. Elle visait a identifier des approches de recherche et de mise
en ceuvre fondées sur les enseignements tirés de la pandémie de
maladie a coronavirus de 2019. Pour se préparer aux futures épidémies
et pandémies, il est essentiel d'adopter une approche de recherche
plus solide, comparable et systématique en matiére de santé publique
et de mesures sociales. Cette approche globale permettra de mieux
éclairer les décisions de mise en ceuvre agiles, équilibrées et adaptées
au contexte lors des futures situations d'urgence. Le présent article
décrit les méthodes appliquées pour définir les priorités mondiales de
recherche en matiére de santé publique et de mesures sociales, ainsi
que les prochaines étapes a franchir.

Peslome

mo6anbHas nporpamMmma Hay4HbIX nccnegoBaHuin B 06nacTi 061ecTBEHHOro 30pPaBOOXpPaHeHNA N

COLIMaanOVI 3aluTbl B llpe3BbI'~lal7IHbIX CNTyaumax

Ha cembaecaT yeTBepToln ceccun BcemmpHon accambneun
3paBooxpaHeHna B 2021 rofy NoAYEepKMBaNach BaKHOCTb
20GEeKTUBHON KOOPAMHAUWUM MCCNeaoBaHWin B 06nacTu
06U|eCTBEHHOrO 340POBbA U COUMANbHOW 3aWunThl. B faHHOM
CTaTbe OMMCHIBAIOTCA YCUNWA, NpeanpuHUMaemble BcemmpHom
opraHuzauvielt 3apaBooxpaHeHns (BO3) ang pa3paboTku rnobanbHom
APOrpamMmbl HayYHbIX MCCNEAOBAHWIA MO MCNONb30BAHNIO Mep B
001acTV 06LLECTBEHHOTO 30PaBOOXPaHEHNA 1 COLMANbHOW 3aLLMThI
BO BpemA Upe3BbluaiiHbix CUTyalmii B 061acTH 3APaBOOXPaAHEHNS.
ST1a paboTa npedycMaTprBaeT MHOTOSTaMHbBINA NPOLECC, KOTOPbIiA
Hayanca ¢ robanbHOM TeXHNYECKOW KOHCYAbTaumu, co3saHHo BO3 B
ceHTAbpe 2021 rofa. B KoHCynbTaumax NpUHAMM y4acTe SKCNePTb! 13

Pa3HbIX CTPaH MVPa, NPeACTABAAOLLME WXPOKNI CNEKTP AUCUMMIVH,
TaKMX Kak 00LLeCTBEHHOE 3[paBOOXpaHeHVie, 00pa3oBaHue, Typr3m,
dVHAHCHI 1 CoLManbHble HayKw, U CTaBMBLUVE NMepef COOoN 3anady
onpenenvTb NOAXOAb! K MCCNeAOBAHVIAM U BHEAPEHMIO, OCHOBaHHbIE
Ha OMblTe, HAKOMNEHHOM BO BPEMA MaHAEMUY KOPOHABUPYCHOM
6one3Hn 2019 roga. [1ns NoaroToBKM K NPEACTOALMM SMAEMUAM
1N NaHOeMUAM HEOOXOAMMO MCMONb30BaTh Ooee HafeXHbIN,
COMOCTaBUMbIN U CUCTEMATUUYECKMI NCCNenoBaTeIbCKUIA NMOOXOA
K Mepam B 06nacTn obL|eCTBEHHOro 34PpaBOOXPaHEHMA U
counanbHoWm 3aWnTbl. MCnonb3oBaHWe Takoro KOMMIEKCHOro
roaxoaa No3eonuT 6onee 3GGEKTUBHO NPUHMMATD OrnepaTuBHbIE,
B3BeLlleHHble 1 YYMTbIBalOLLME KOHKPETHbIE YCIOBMA PeLleHrs Nno
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peanv3aummn NporpamMm B Upe3BbluaiiHbix CUTyaLmax B Oydyuiem. B
[laHHOW CTaTbe OMMCbHIBAIOTCA MCMOMb3yeMble MeToAbl Pa3paboTkn
NPVYOPUTETOB MMO6aNbHBIX MCCIEA0BAHNI B 0ONACTM OOLLIECTBEHHOTO

Ramona Ludolph et al.

3[PaBOOXPAHEHVIS 1 COLIMANbHON 3allMTh, @ Takke HeobxoaVmble
JanbHenwwme Lwarm.

Resumen

Programa mundial de investigacion sobre salud puiblica y medidas sociales en situaciones de emergencia

Enla74.2 Asamblea Mundial de la Salud, celebradaen 2021, se destacé la
importancia de una solida coordinacion en la investigacion sobre salud
publica y medidas sociales. Este articulo describe los esfuerzos que ha
emprendido la Organizacion Mundial de la Salud (OMS) para desarrollar
un programa mundial de investigacion sobre el uso de medidas sociales
y de salud publica durante las emergencias sanitarias. Este trabajo incluye
un proceso de varios pasos que comenzd con una consulta técnica
mundial que convocé laOMS en septiembre de 2021. La consulta incluyd
a expertos de todo el mundo y de una gran variedad de disciplinas,
como la salud publica, la educacién, el turismo, las finanzas y las ciencias

sociales, y tuvo como objetivo identificar enfoques de investigacion y
aplicacion basados en las lecciones aprendidas durante la pandemia de
la enfermedad por coronavirus de 2019. Para prepararse ante futuras
epidemiasy pandemias, es esencial adoptar un enfoque de investigacion
més sélido, comparable y sistematico en materia de salud publica y
medidas sociales. Este enfoque integral informard mejor las decisiones
de aplicacion dgiles, equilibradas y adaptadas al contexto durante futuras
emergencias. En este articulo se describen los métodos utilizados para
elaborar las prioridades mundiales de investigacién sobre salud publica
y medidas sociales, asi como los préximos pasos necesarios.
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